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vision set — and yet this is precisely 
what is expected of them by computer 
system designers. 

Text formatting is no simple task: 
typesetting is a skilled discipline which 
combines a sense of aesthetics with a 
deep knowledge of the available tools: 
even the typing of a business letter 
reguires a considerable amount of experi- 
ence before it is done well. A computer 
is no substitute for a sense of 
aesthetics. It is merely a tool to 
lighten the load of other, less difficult 
and therefore often duller tasks. 
However, when the use of a computer 
merely replaces one set of well- 
understood but dull tasks with another 
set, far less well-understood, the human 
function, the sense of aesthetics, is 
thwarted and the computer loses its 
effectiveness as a tool. A case in point 
is the DECset-8000 typesetting system. 

It is worth pointing out, first of 
all, that a typesetting system like this 
one is generally a small operating 
system: there are facilities for managing 
story files, displaying formatted text, 
editing, sending material off to the 
photocomposition machine, etc. This is, 
in principle, an improvement over the 
sort of support generally provided by the 
photocompositor manufacturer, where the 
user produces a paper tape (usually at a 
Teletype) and is left only with a crude 
paper tape editor to make changes. But 
punching and editing paper tapes are two 
simple tasks which one can learn without 
undue effort; learning to use an operat- 
ing system may well be another natter. 
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Eeqardinq the programs themselves, 
there is relatively little to say. There 
is an editor, a "driver markup" program, 
a hyphenator, and so on. The fact that 
each of these programs has a different 
sort of command syntax from all others is 
reqrettable. The documentation makes it 
appear that each proqram does all it is 
expected to. 
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It may be argued that the PDP-8 in 
the DECset-8C00 can't support such an am- 
oitious software environment. This claim, 
aven if true, is irrelevant. It was, 
after all, DEC who chose the processor — 
an 11 would hava added little to the 
overall system cost. The DECset-8000 



points out a common problem with computer 
systems: it is not enough to imitate the 
crude methods in use before computers are 
introduced -- it is about time suppliers 
took care to provide something better. 
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tor lack of command types. »hat is 
lacking is a sense of design, of prin- 
ciples underlying the entire language. It 
IS admirable that the designers have 
tried to come up with a language which 
will drive a number of different photo- 
composition machines, but instead of 
trying to abstract some basic principles 
of text formatting and building on these, 
they appear to have simply extended the 
language whenever there was a feature on 
a given machine which the language 
couldn't yet exploit. The result is 
redundancy. 

For example, there are "quadding" 
commands (a typesetting term for the 
process of filling a line out with white 
space) and "output mode" commands (which 
are concerned with centring lines, 
settinq them with unjustified right or 
left margins, or justifying them). Now 
obviously, quadding is what the formatter 
does when it sets a line according to a 
current output mode, so quadding is the 
more primitive concept; but the manual 
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presents the tiio in parallel (in fact, 
separated by a number of unrelated com- 
mand groups) as independent concepts. 

In a similar vein, the languaqe 
gives the user limited ability to define 
commands in terms of existing commands. 
"Limited," because these user-defined 
commands are not permitted any parameters 
themselves, nor can they stand for any 
common seguence of two or more commands. 
In other words, in place of the seguence 
"X,a,b,c" it is possible to define the 
shorter string "Y", but 

"K,a,b,c:L,d,e:a,f ,g" 
cannot be replaced by "Z". There is also 
a facility (called "hold group commands") 
for defining common text sequences as a 
shorter string. There are eight "regis- 
ters" for this purpose. (Hhy eight? Why 
not more? Don't ask. It probably looked 
like a good number to deal with on an 
octal machine, and there may even be de- 
vious machine language tricks which make 
this an ideal number.) Thus the commonly 
used sequence "The party of the first 
part" can be defined as, say, "X,3". 
Again, there are no mechanisms for para- 
meters, so that I cannot have a "The 
party of the |n-th| part" register which 
I could call up as, say, "X, 3, fourth". 
These two facilities are enough alike to 
merit > combining into a single concept — 
one that has been around for a very long 
time — the concept of the macro. But not 
eight macros, and certainly not numbered 
macros. Macros are at their best when un- 
limited, named, and given a parameter 
mechanism (it should, it almost goes 
without saying, be possible to nest 
macro-calls inside macros) . Add to this 
the natural concept of a number as a 
string of digits, and macros can be made 
to do duty as counters. (There is only 
one counter in the DECset formatter: I 
don't know what one would do if one 
wanted a page-counter afld a footnote- 
counter.) It is simple considerations 
like these, applied at all levels, which 
■ake for a cleaner design, and that, in 
turn, makes the system easier to learn 
and use. 

There ate, here and there, some good 
ideas. For example, the facility for tab- 
ular material makes it possible not only 
to split the page into columns, but to 
split it into proportionately sized col- 
umns. The user also gets considerable 
control over the parameters which govern 
the formatting process, and there are 
means, though not always the best means, 
for dealing with a wide range of typeset- 
ting situations. In many ways the DECset 
formatting language compares favorably 
with such languages as CypherText and 
Harris composition language. However, 
there is the taste of assembly-level 
language about it: the DECset formatting 
language lacks even such high-level 
concepts as the "blocks" provided by HCL 
(not that HCL goes far enough in this 
respect) . 



One further topic of interest to 
readers of Sigdoc * is the documentaticn 
itself. This is in many ways inadequate, 
especially for users not used to computer 
manuals. Concepts are not clearly 
explained, nor is there a clear overview 
of the system: the many (too many) 
special purpose editors, the formatting 
language, the disk system etc., all flew 
together into an unmanageable plate cf 
spaghetti. The manuals are confusing, and 
it is hard to figure out where you are, 
nor do important concepts always stand 
out. There is not even a glossary, 
although typesetting and computing termi- 
nology freely intermingle in the docu- 
mentation, to the inevitable confusion cf 
Doth kinds of readers likely to take up 
these volumes. No doubt this confusion 
reflects the overall confusion of the 
system's design. 
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The Text Formatting Survey 
Continues 

The results of ihe Text Formatting Survey are 
being tabulated but nore survey forms are still 
being received. If you wish to submit a form you 
are still encouraged to do so. 

This review is an informal part of the aurveyi it 
Is a review based solely on the documentation, and 
done by someone who has never used the formatter 
under scrutiny. The purpose is to get the perspective 
of the new user. Reviews of other formatters will 
be published in later Issues. 

Many thanks to the survey respondants. Your comments 
and manuals are being carefully examined. 



